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TOPIC: RECOMMEND APPROVAL OF MASTER OF FINE ARTS IN 

INTERDISCIPLINARY DOCUMENTARY MEDIA 

PRODUCTION AT UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO BOULDER 

 

PREPARED BY: IAN MACGILLIVRAY, DIRECTOR OF ACADEMIC AFFAIRS  

 

I. SUMMARY 

 

This item recommends approval for University of Colorado Boulder (UCB) to offer a Master 

of Fine Arts in Interdisciplinary Documentary Media Production.  

 

 

II. BACKGROUND 

 

COMMISSION AUTHORITY  

 

The Colorado Commission on Higher Education’s role and responsibility in the review and 

approval of new academic programs at institutions operating under a performance contract is 

defined in §23-5-129(6)(b), which states that new and modified program proposals shall be 

reviewed and approved only on the basis of fit with the institution’s statutory role and 

mission. 

 

 

III. STAFF ANALYSIS 
 

OVERVIEW OF PROPOSED PROGRAM  

 

The following is summarized from UCB’s proposal:   

 

The proposed MFA program in Interdisciplinary Documentary Media Program 

(IDMP) will foster a community of CU documentary media makers across 

departments and programs, taking advantage of the strengths of CU, as well as the 

cluster of successful independent filmmakers in Colorado. At the core of this program 

will be the Documentary Lab, a physical locus for the proposed Master of Fine Arts 

degree in IDMP and the graduate certificate in IDMP. These two programs will be 

mutually enriching, informed by cutting edge theoretical trends in the field, emergent 

cross-platform technologies, and a distinctive interdisciplinary approach. In keeping 

with the CU Mission Statement, IDMP will promote CU and Colorado as a “global 

crossroads of ideas and discovery.” 

 

The MFA and graduate certificate in IDMP will be offered by drawing on students 

and faculty expertise in media production, Anthropology, Media Studies, Art and Art 

History, Journalism, as well as new faculty in IDMP. The goal of this program is to 

meaningfully integrate  documentary  practice  within  the  research  process itself. As  
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noted ethnographic filmmaker David MacDougall argues, the immersive visual nature 

of these media provides ways of understanding that are not simply ancillary to text, 

but of a different mode of knowledge altogether. Success along these lines may be 

accomplished through a variety of styles and approaches. Innovative filmmakers and 

scholars are critically engaging in alternate, visually-focused methods of knowing and 

knowledge creation. 

 

By drawing on cross-disciplinary and interdisciplinary strengthens and emphasizing 

cross platform practices, the CU Interdisciplinary Documentary Media Program will 

be the first of its kind nationally, attracting innovative students and faculty. 

 

Additional information on this proposed degree, unrelated to fit with statutory role and 

mission, is in Appendix A. 

 

 

ROLE AND MISSION SUPPORT 

 

This degree supports UCB’s statutory role and mission, which states: 

 

 

 

Pursuant to Colorado Revised Statutes 23-5-129(6)(b), department staff finds that UCB’s 

proposed degree is consistent with the institution’s statutory role and mission. University of 

Colorado’s Board of Regents approved the program at its September 11, 2014 meeting. 

 

 

IV. STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends that the Commission approve University of Colorado Boulder’s 

proposal to offer a Master of Fine Arts in Interdisciplinary Documentary Media 

Production.  

 

 

 

STATUTORY AUTHORITY 

 

C.R.S. §23-5-129 Governing boards - performance contract - authorization – operations 

 

(6) While operating pursuant to a performance contract negotiated pursuant to this section, 

the governing board of a state institution of higher education: 

 

(b) Need not consult with nor obtain approval from the Colorado commission on higher 

education to create, modify, or eliminate academic and vocational programs offered by the 

institution, so long as such creations, modifications, and eliminations are consistent with the 
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institution's statutory role and mission. Institutions shall submit information to the 

department demonstrating that the creation or modification of an academic or career and 

technical education program is consistent with the institution's statutory role and mission. 

The Colorado commission on higher education shall have the authority to override the 

creation or modification of an academic or vocational program if the change made by the 

governing board is inconsistent with the institution's statutory role and mission. 
 

 

 

APPENDIX: 
 

Appendix A: Supplemental Information  
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APPENDIX A: SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION  
 

This supplemental information is unrelated to the proposed degree’s fit with the institution’s 

statutory role and mission. The following is summarized from the institution’s proposal:   

 

EVIDENCE OF NEED  

 

Employer Demand: In recent years, documentary has witnessed a rise in popularity among 

audiences with commensurate returns in terms of box office revenues. In 2012, 

documentaries grossed over $123,000,000. The box office success of the documentary is 

underpinned by significant increase of scholastic inquiry into the philosophical, aesthetic and 

ideological dimensions of the form. Television also provides new demands for documentary 

media, with both HBO and Showtime expanding documentary production initiatives. 

Furthermore, documentary production is used extensively in academic disciplines. This 

includes the production of documentaries for topics in the sciences, social sciences, politics, 

history and health and wellness. The Boulder/Denver area itself is home to a thriving 

community of filmmakers and production companies that a documentary program could 

partner. Local professional filmmakers have a keen interest in the development of 

documentary programs at CU Boulder, including filmmakers Olivia Ahnemann, Steve 

Hoggard, and Daphna Rubin of Hoggard Films; Jim Butterworth of Naked Edge Films; 

Daniel Junge, co-director of the Academy Award-winning short documentary Saving Face; 

and Louie Psihoyos, cofounder of the Oceanic Preservation Society and director of the 

Academy Award-winning The Cove. Several of these filmmakers are regular guests in our 

classes, and offer internships to CU students. They will advise the newly formed program. 

 

Student Demand: We are at a threshold moment where innovative multimedia approaches 

are redefining media enterprises such as reportage, which is adopting the investigative 

documentary form and exploring new ways of establishing agency through media. For 

instance, Tony and Ridley Scott created Life in a Day, a crowd-sourced drama/documentary 

film comprised of video clips selected from 80,000 submissions to YouTube on a single day. 

IDMP program will tap into this dynamic participatory media culture in which the 

boundaries between producers and consumers have become increasingly porous. The 

interdisciplinary nature of this program would draw students from many fields including film 

and video, media studies, social sciences, anthropology, geography, history, folklore studies, 

and journalism. There are over two hundred undergraduate programs in the country in film 

and media production alone. Students with an MA in any of these fields may wish to achieve 

a MFA in IDMP. The potential applicant pool is, therefore, extremely broad.  Between 2009 

and 2013 the University of California, Santa Cruz Social Documentary MA program had 132 

applicants. There are currently 30 students enrolled in the Duke University Experimental and 

Documentary Arts MFA program. It is anticipated that on account of its cross-disciplinary 

and interdisciplinary strengthens, emphasizing cross platform practices, the CU 

Interdisciplinary Documentary Media Practices MFA will attract interest from students in 

numbers comparable to that University of California, Santa Cruz and Duke University. 
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The Boulder/Denver area itself is home to a thriving community of professional 

documentarians with a keen interest in developing programs at CU-Boulder, including 

Steven Hoggard, and Daphna Rubin of Hoggard Films, Jim Butterworth of Naked Edge 

Films, Daniel Junge, co-director of the Academy Award-winning short documentary Saving 

Face, and Louie Psihoyos, co-founder of the Oceanic Preservation Society and director of the 

Academy Award-winning The Cove. Current CU graduate students are working on projects 

including collaborative media with Australian Aboriginal communities, a documentary on 

undocumented immigrant war veterans in the US, visual media as part of an ethnographic 

approach to tourism development in China, and a documentary on Arab-American identity. 

Such students would benefit greatly by participating in a dedicated graduate certificate 

program rather than approaching these practices in a piecemeal fashion. 

 

DUPLICATION 

 

This MFA is unique in the state of Colorado. While some MFA documentary programs 

outside the state have a single thematic focus—for example, on documentary social activism, 

as is the case at University of California, Santa Cruz and The School of Visual Arts, in New 

York—IDMP will foster a perspective encouraging experimentation with a variety of 

approaches and forms. This strategy will expand the documentary canvas both by 

encouraging students to explore, apply and invent different modes of storytelling and 

research, as well as utilize emerging technologies in documentary practice. 


